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THINKING ANEW ABOUT GOD











ethereal	 song.	 In	 my	 own	 particular	 bioregion,	 the	 thrush	
opens	to	me	the	beauty	of	the	Crum	Woods	as	a	vital	habitat	—	
indeed,	 as	 a	 sacred	 forest	—	whenever	 I	 am	 graced	 by	 its	
haunting	polyphony.	
Sacred Nature 




of	 sacredness	 to	particular	 landscapes	out	of	character.	 In	
the	case	of	Christianity,	classical	theologians	avoided	ascrib-





Eve	 from	the	dust	of	 the	ground;	called	 to	Moses	 through	
a	 burning	 bush;	 spoke	 through	 Balaam’s	 donkey;	 arrested	





BY M A RK I .  WA L L ACE
T
oday the wood thrush	 returned	 to	 the	 Crum	
Woods.	I	have	been	waiting	for	this	event	for	months.	
I	 first	 heard	 the	 thrush’s	 strange	 and	 wonderful	
birdcall	 three	 years	 ago,	 when	 I	 moved	 to	 a	 house	





The Singing Monk of the Crum Woods
The	song	of	the	wood	thrush	is	unlike	anything	else	I	have	
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Israel	as	archetypes	of	God’s	compassion.	Noah	sends	a	dove	
























In	 all	 four	 of	 the	 gospel	 baptism	 stories,	 God	 as	 Spirit	
becomes	 a	 very	 specific	 type	 of	 animated	 physical	 body:	 a	
Jonah	a	message;	and	appeared	alternately	as	a	man,	a	lamb,	






worth	 is	entirely	absent.	 In	 the	Bible,	God	 is	not	an	 invis-
ible	 sky-	God	 but	 a	 fully	 incarnated	 being	 who	 walks	 and	
talks	 in	 human	 form,	 sprouts	 leaves	 and	 grows	 roots	 in	
the	 good	 soil	 of	 creation,	 and	—	clothed	 in	 bright	 plumage	
and	airy	flesh	—	takes	flight	and	soars	through	the	updrafts	




















like	 a	 bird	—	to	 describe	 its	 nurturing	 care	 over	 the	 great	
expanse	—	perhaps	we	should	say	the	great	egg?	—	of	creation.	
Analogous	to	a	mother	eagle	brooding	over	her	nest,	God’s	




In	 the	 story	 of	 Jesus’s	 baptism	 in	 the	 four	 gospels,	 God	
as	Spirit	comes	down	from	heaven	as	a	bird	and	alights	on	
Jesus’s	newly	baptized	body	(Matthew	3:13–17;	Mark	1:9–11;	
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The	 study	 of	 animism	 emerged	 out	 of	 an	 occidental,	
Victorian	 perspective	 on	 the	 panspiritist	 practices	 of	 first	










or	particular	 locations	within	 it.	 It	might	be	summed	up	by	
the	phrase	“all	that	exists	lives”	and,	sometimes,	the	additional		
understanding	 that	 “all	 that	 lives	 is	 holy.”	 As	 such	 the	 term	
animism	is	sometimes	applied	to	particular	indigenous	reli-
gions	in	comparison	to	Christianity	or	Islam,	for	example.
I	 question	 the	 common	 assumption,	 inherent	 within	 Har-
vey’s	 definition	 of	 animism,	 that	 monotheistic	 traditions	
such	 as	 Christianity	 should	 be	 regarded	 as	 distinct	 from	
animism.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 Christian	 faith	 offers	 its	 prac-
titioners	 a	 profound	 vision	 of	 God’s	 this-	worldly	 identity.	
Harvey’s	 presumption	 that	 Christianity	 and	 animism	 are	
distinct	from	each	other	is	at	odds	with	the	biblical	world-
view	 that	 all	 things	 are	 bearers	 of	 divinity	 insofar	 as	 God	
signaled	 God’s	 love	 for	 creation	 	 (continued	 on	 page	 66)
seed-	eating,	nest-	building,	flying	member	of	the	avian	order	
of	things.	The	particular	beak-	and-	feathers	body	that	Luke’s	
spirit-	animal	 becomes	 is	 defined	 by	 the	 phrase	 hos	 peri-
steran,	which	means	“as	a	dove,”	“even	like	a	dove,”	or	“just	
as	a	dove”	—	that	is,	the	Spirit’s	body	is	thoroughly	bird-	like.	
Some	 English	 translations	 of	 the	 Lukan	 and	 other	 gospel	
accounts	of	Jesus’s	baptism	miss	this	point.	While	the	Re-
vised	 Standard	 Version	 says,	 “The	 Holy	 Spirit	 descended	
upon	 him	 as	 a	 dove,”	 the	 New	 Revised	 Standard	 Version	
prefers,	 “The	Holy	Spirit	descended	upon	him	 like	a	dove”	
(emphases	 mine).	 But	 the	 preposition	 hos	—	from	 hos	 peri-














animal	 flesh.	 God	 embodying	 Godself	 as	 a	 cosmic	 avian	
being,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 as	 a	 nest-	building	 dove	 with	
bones,	 beak,	 and	 feathers,	 on	 the	 other,	 contradicts	 the	












worldwide.	 Sharing	 resonances	 with	 the	 Latin	 word	 ani-
mus,	which	means	“soul”	or	“spirit,”	it	was	advanced	by	the	
nineteenth-	century	British	anthropologist	E.	B.	Tylor,	who	
used	 it	 to	 analyze	 how	 indigenous	 traditions	 have	 often	
attributed	“life”	or	“soul”	or	“spirit”	to	all	things,	living	and	
nonliving.	 In	 his	 book	 Primitive	 Culture	 (Gordon	 Press,	
1871),	Tylor	quotes	Finnish	ethnologist	Matthias	Alexander	
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